[Telemedicine and general practice--future or present. Telemedicine, a way to strengthen the gatekeeper role?].
Electronic communication and data-processing are by no means a new phenomenon in general practice. The next logical step might be to include telemedicine, i.e. images, sound, video, and other kinds of medical information in the communication process. The potential for applying telemedicine in the adjoining areas between the general practice and the hospitals and patients is reviewed. We assume that an increase in the use of electronic communication and telemedicine will strengthen the central role of general practice. A representative sample of international literature is reviewed. The findings are that patients have no substantial misgivings against the use of telemedicine, but scientific documentation of the influence on the patient-doctor relationship, on the quality and quantity of the medical work, and on the job satisfaction of general practitioners is still not available. We present a number of suggestions regarding the use of electronic communication between the general practitioner and the patient. The importance of providing clear, in-depth information to the patient about the use of medical IT communication is underlined. The aspect of data-security is evaluated, and for lack of precise guidelines from health officials it is our suggestion that the report from the Danish Ministry of Finance regarding data-security in public administration is consulted. As to data-access, doctors and patients should be placed on two different safety-levels. It's suggested that doctors should be equipped with a digital key, whereas patients should use a pin code and their social security number. The use of traditional e-mail is dissuaded when exchanging sensitive, person-related information. The importance of valid evaluation of new IT functions is underlined.